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ABSTRACT
Mass incarceration has disproportionately affected many people; however, Black
women have been routinely dismissed from the majority of prison scholarship and are at
a particular risk through harmful stereotypes that serve as justification for their
imprisonment. By examining their unique stance in the prison-industrial complex, this
thesis draws attention to mechanisms to generate support for these women. Under the
framework of framing theory and critical media effects, this research determined whether
individual attribution of responsibility frames or societal attribution of responsibility
frames affect individuals’ support for anti-mass incarceration public policies. According
to the results, there were no effects between Black and white exemplars, nor societal and
individual responsibility frames. Additionally, controllability did not appear to mediate
the relationship between frames and race on policy support; however, there was a
significant direct effect between political affiliation and controllability, as well as
controllability and policy support. This study not only assessed whether attributions of
responsibility apply to subsets of stigmatized populations equally (e.g., incarcerated
Black women versus incarcerated white women), but examined the intersectionality of
race, gender, and incarceration from a critical media effects lens.
Keywords: Incarceration, Framing, Intersectionality, Responsibility, Controllability
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
In what is considered one of the most destructive social justice issues of modernday, mass incarceration has been heavily misunderstood by the public and misconstrued
by media outlets (Kelly, 2012; PCARE, 2007). Mass incarceration, which refers to the
large proportion of imprisoned people within the U.S., is one segment of the entire U.S.
prison-industrial complex (PIC) (Garland, 2001). Currently, it is estimated that 2.3
million individuals are incarcerated within the United States (ACLU, 2021). The system
of mass incarceration is composed of lawyers, correctional officers, corporations, reform
activists, all in addition to the incarcerated individuals themselves (Alexander, 2010).
Media plays an essential role in perpetuating the system that systematically harms
people of color within these entwinements. Ample research has examined the racial
tropes present in media, such as linking terrorism with Islamic populations and
undocumented legal status with Latinos (Dixon, 2015). Despite the racial disparities
present in the PIC, the literature surrounding Black men has found that they are
continuously overrepresented as criminals and violent offenders, whereas white men
were not (Dixon & Linz, 2000).
Black women, in particular, experience unique hardships within the media. Media
portrayals have ranged from heavily dependent women on welfare to promiscuous
women, further entrenching harmful stereotypes surrounding them (Monahan et al.,
2005). Despite the severity of these deleterious ideas, incarcerated Black women’s
experiences have not yielded adequate inquiry and representation within academia.
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Women make up 10% of the overall U.S. prison population (Herring, 2020). At the
intersection of race, gender, and prison, Black women experience many hardships within
the PIC.
Moreover, critical scholars have argued that stereotypes surrounding Black
women have been used as justification for increased incarceration. Gurusami (2017)
explains, “the construction of the black female subject as dangerous, immoral, and
physically strong justified the creation of women’s prisons as psychologically, sexually,
and physically traumatizing, labor-intensive spaces” (p. 437). Here, the author explains
that given historical perceptions of Black women, they are more susceptible to violent
conditions (i.e., prison). Therefore, it becomes imperative to examine the role of media in
perpetuating harmful portrayals of Black incarcerated women due to media narratives'
ability to circulate information quickly and to a mass public. Specifically, it is important
to examine one of the most common mechanisms of sharing information: the news.
Framing – which refers to the different ways to depict the same information – has
been examined to describe the effects of news events (Entman, 1993). While news outlets
have relied on different framing techniques, responsibility frames are the most common
frames found within news media literature (An & Gower, 2009). This includes any
framework that highlights where the responsibility falls within different social issues and
events. While different frames – such as episodic and thematic frames which view
individual events versus national trends, respectively (Iyengar, 1991) – have been
examined as depicting responsibility, Cacciatore et al. (2016) have called on scholars to
adhere frames to the original theoretical description. Specifically, they argue that the
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progression of framing techniques has deviated too much from the original theoretical
interpretations set forth by the original authors. As a result, they conclude that current
scholars should revert to the seminal pieces of literature and adhere to the original
assessments and interpretations of these techniques.
In sum, mass incarceration has disproportionately affected many people; however,
Black women have been routinely dismissed from the majority of prison scholarship.
Although scholars have investigated various prison communities, Black women are at a
particular risk through harmful stereotypes that serve as justification for their
imprisonment. By examining their unique stance in the PIC, this study hopes to draw
attention to mechanisms to generate support for these women. Under the framework of
framing theory and critical media effects, this research aims to determine whether
individual attribution of responsibility frames or societal attribution of responsibility
frames affect individuals’ support for anti-mass incarceration public policies. This study
aims to not only assess whether attributions of responsibility apply to subsets of
stigmatized populations equally (e.g., incarcerated Black women versus incarcerated
white women), but to examine the intersectionality of race, gender, and incarceration
from a critical media effects lens.

3

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Mass Incarceration within the Prison-Industrial Complex
The U.S. currently imprisons the largest number of people globally, with the latest
statistic showing that 2.3 million people are currently imprisoned in the United States–a
500% increase in the last four decades (Wagner & Bertram, 2020). However, these
alarming statistics do not reflect the current crime trends; crime rates have steadily
decreased since the 1990s, with violent crimes decreasing 79% since 1993 (Gramlich,
2020). This concern has prompted more research from scholars and activists in the last
several decades (PCARE, 2017).
Historically, the issue of mass incarceration has been attributed to legislation
enacted by U.S. presidents. Beginning in 1850, the U.S. federal government began to
keep track of prison records every decade, but it was not until 1926 that the government
began to maintain annual records of incarceration statistics (Langan, 1991). During this
time, rates of imprisonment closely aligned with the crime rates reported in news outlets
(Barker, 2011). As Langan (1991) illustrates, “before 1973, it was rare for the prison
population to grow by more than 7% in a single year” (p. 1568). However, during the
1960s, then-president Lyndon B. Johnson declared a War on Crime and introduced the
Law Enforcement Assistance Act, which expanded policing of low-income and racial
minority neighborhoods (Hinton, 2016). Richard Nixon rejected Johnson’s notion and
began what was known as the War on Drugs (Fornili, 2018). Ronald Reagan further
exacerbated the increase of legislation with the 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act, which was
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supplemented with the emergence of a new task force intended to combat the War on
Drugs (Cummings, 2012).
While the War on Drugs was originally intended to end the opioid crisis emerging
in the United States, the effects of these policies resulted in the U.S. leading the world as
the largest incarcerator of its citizens (Boyd, 2002). Many authors have attributed the rise
of mass incarceration to the War on Drugs; however, recent prison scholarship has
identified additional mechanisms of reinforcement for mass imprisonment – such as
increased willingness on the prosecutors’ parts to incarcerate people at higher rates and
with longer sentences (Pfaff, 2015). Here, the author argues that the prison system is not
only reinforced through the judicial legislature but also through individual biases.
Ultimately, scholars have argued that these biases have contributed to the current racial
disproportion within the prison system (Alexander, 2010).
Racial Disparities within the Carceral System
Drawing comparisons to slavery (Gilmore, 2000), Jim Crow laws (Alexander,
2010), and even Hell (Jewkes, 2014), mass imprisonment has been identified as a
mechanism of punitive punishment. However, racial minorities appear to be the biggest
victims of these mechanisms of discipline. Approximately 67% of the U.S. prison
population is made up of people of color, with Black men and Hispanic men being the
most overrepresented within the prison population (Sickmund et al., 2019; Jewkes, 2014).
Mainly, African American men are six times more likely to be sentenced and incarcerated
than white men (The Sentencing Project, 2020). Historically, scholars have demonstrated
that the use of exile as a form of punishment have been a systemic concern for racial
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groups. Delgado & Stefancic (2016) explained:
History, then, discloses five groups – blacks, Latinos, Native Americans, Asians,
and Muslims – removed from the principal arenas of American life: one to large
prisons, a second to foreign countries, a third to reservations located far from
where their ancestors were buried, a fourth to wartime concentration camps, and a
fifth barred entirely, but each disposed of heritage, freedom of movement, and
opportunity to participate in American life. (p. 1539)
Here, the authors argue that mass imprisonment of racial minorities is one example of the
institutional structures used to maintain control of minorities within the United States.
Bobo and Thompson (2006) explained, “this emergent social condition of mass
incarceration, we maintain, reinscribes racial injustice into the body politic through a set
of policies and practices that close scrutiny strongly suggests were unfair by design” (p.
448).
Consequently, racial disproportions within the prison-industrial complex have
generated broad inquiry into the racist undertones of mass incarceration. Part of the issue
can be attributed to a colorblind mentality where individuals reject the notion that race
contributes to societal implication (Correll et al., 2008). Enck and Morrissey (2015)
stated, “[colorblindness] does the damaging work of suggesting that discrimination is a
thing of the past and that race does not impact an individual’s or group’s social location
or mobility” (p. 4). As a result of these beliefs, people of color are more likely to be
blamed for being incarcerated when, in reality, the current legal system facilitates the
disproportionate harm through the prison-industrial complex (Davis, 2000). The Prison
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Communication, Activism, Research, and Education (PCARE) collective (2007) stated
that the prison-industrial complex is composed of “legal defense, sentencing guidelines,
arrest patterns, drug laws, and capital cases” (p. 405). However, race is only one
component to consider; gender also affects imprisonment.
Black Incarcerated Women
Women make up approximately 10% of the U.S. prison population (Herring,
2020). Veloso (2016) stated, “Women prisoners’ smaller numbers and lesser involvement
in violent offenses, compared to their male counterparts, have been used to justify the
inattention and neglect they encounter within the criminal justice systems of different
countries” (p. 125). Despite the lower proportion of women to men, incarcerated women
remain a significant population to consider due to the staggering population increases in
the last several decades. From 1977 to 2007, female incarceration rates increased by
832% (Goodwin, 2020). Particularly, women’s experiences have unique harms that are
not as prevalent in men. Women offenders are more likely to have increased rates of
sexual abuse, physical abuse, substance abuse, domestic violence, and PTSD (Saxena et
al., 2014). Concurrently, women also require specialized access to health care for
pregnancy, infectious diseases, and sexually transmitted infections (Alves et al., 2016).
Moreover, motherhood further complicates the circumstances for many incarcerated
women. Approximately 60% of women in state prisons have children under the age of 18
(Sickmund et al., 2019). In conjunction with the multitude of issues this ensues for the
mother, research also indicates that incarcerated mother’s children are at higher risks of
mental disorders and behavioral concerns (Shamai & Kochel, 2008).
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Women experience increased harms inside and outside of prison. However, Black
incarcerated women face unparalleled harms further propagated by socioeconomic,
cultural, and environmental factors. Scholarship regarding the stereotypes of Black
women has explored the misconceptions that have misrepresented Black women as
welfare queens (Monahan et al., 2005), increased infant mortality rates (Dyer et al.,
2019), and medical hardships attributed to poverty (Simons et al., 2016). Unsurprisingly,
they also face hardships within the U.S. penal system. Black women make up about 30%
of the U.S. female prison population (ACLU, 2021). Gurusami (2017) explains that
historically, Black women have been subjugated to subordinate roles through
enslavement, Jim Crow regulations and ideologies, and now the U.S. carceral system.
The author adds that feminism was tailored to white women and posited them as more
delicate. As a result, white women were not seen as threatening whereas Black women
were. The author stated, “because white femininity was defined by frail submissiveness
and could not accomplish this threat, the construction of the Black female subject as
dangerous, immoral, and physically strong justified the creation of women’s prisons”
(Gurusami, 2017, p. 129). Post-imprisonment also poses a challenge. Black women have
detailed difficulty finding reliable employment, processing traumas from incarceration,
and combatting racial notions of Black women labor (Gurusami, 2019). By examining the
intersection of race, gender, and prison, it becomes evident that Black women are
vulnerable to a multitude of harms.
Therefore, the ways to resolve these harms are of utmost importance within prison
scholarship. Recent trends suggest that incarceration rates for Black Americans have
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increased 13% since 2019 (Prison Policy Initiative, 2021). Additionally, public support
has impacted the rates of incarceration, primarily through more punitive legislation
(Enns, 2014), signaling the importance of legislation as a mechanism of the perpetuation
of the PIC. Thus, there is an imminent need to examine legislation within the context of
mass incarceration.
Policy Support for Mass Incarceration Reform
According to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU, 2021), the current laws
and policies surrounding mass incarceration have been considered inhumane and
destructive by numerous activists. These policies include extreme prison sentencing, life
sentences without parole, cash-only bail, and enhanced penalties on drug possession,
DUIs, and low-level property crimes (ACLU, 2021). These harms have been further
exacerbated by the legalization of privatized prisons. Private prisons – prisons owned by
large corporations as opposed to federal bureaus – are sustained by incarcerating
numerous individuals in order to facilitate production of the corporation’s products. As
Fornili (2018) explained, “It was determined that for-profit prisons provided fewer
services to inmates, increased security and safety risks to inmates and staff, and failed to
produce the promised savings” (p. 68). These legalities have allowed for the
reinforcement of the carceral system.
Additional legislation that was aimed at keeping people in prison has also
included portions dedicated to removing their civil liberties after prison. Referred to some
scholars as “social death” (Jewkes, 2014), formerly incarcerated people report increased
rates of homelessness, unemployment, poverty, substance abuse, and mental health issues
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(Prison Policy Initiative, 2021). Once an individual is released, many are incapable of
voting. Although some legislation supporting the end of mass incarceration has been
enacted into laws, many of these laws are tailored to nonviolent offenders whereas
sentencing length has increased exponentially for felony convictions (Beckett et al.,
2018). People with felony convictions are barred from voting in 12 states, and 36 states
reject the right to vote for anyone on parole or probation (NAACP, 2021). This has led to
1.5 million African Americans being denied the right to vote since 1998 (PCARE, 2007).
Increasing support for policy change is one of the many mechanisms that people
can utilize in order to stop the present harms within the prison-industrial complex.
Political policies are ideal because they (a) identify and isolate the issue (b) create
awareness among a mass group of individuals (c) allow for consideration of alternative
policies (d) negotiate a positive outcome and (e) initiate the implementation process of
the policy (Minkler et al., 2020). Public policies do not have to solely focus on preventing
sentencing length. They can also be encompassing of: stopping cash bail where
individuals must pay with physical cash as opposed to credit or debit cards; legal fees that
exacerbate economic inequality; technical violations of parole which refers to probation
officers’ ability to determine whether someone has violated parole at their own
discretion; and over-policing within neighborhoods with larger minority populations
(Beckett, 2018; Prison Policy Initiative, 2020; Roberts, 2003).
The perceptions people hold about incarcerated individuals can greatly impact
their voting habits on prison reform policies. For example, since the mid-1970s, voters
have supported tougher legislation as the method to combat crime (Wozniak, 2016). Enns
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(2014) argues that public support for the carceral system contributed to a 20% increase in
the number of incarcerated people. On the other hand, this indicates that it is one of the
few components that is made available for individuals to enact reformative change for
individuals in the prison system (Levin, 2020). This suggests that individuals have a role
in promoting an end to the mass incarceration with political legislation. In order to do so,
it is imperative to examine the root of biases that perpetuate negative beliefs about the
carceral system. One of the methods identified that contribute to biases is media
depictions – and the subsequent stereotypes – of incarcerated men and women.
Media Depictions of Mass Incarceration
Numerous communication scholars have ascribed to the notion that media reflects
and promotes the current nature of societal guidelines and expectations (Gerbner, 1998).
Negative stereotypes surrounding incarcerated individuals can be partly attributed to the
sensationalism and harmful effects of mass-media representations of the PIC. Extant
research has examined the racial tropes present in media, such as linking terrorism with
Islamic populations and undocumented legal status with Latinos (Dixon, 2015).
Consistent with harmful views of incarceration, imprisonment has been linked to Black
men in various cable news programs. Research on crime rates in news outlets
demonstrates that Black men are consistently overrepresented as criminals, viewed as
violent offenders, and deserving of death penalties, whereas white men were not (Dixon
& Linz, 2000). Furthermore, additional literature concluded that people are more likely to
identify an unidentified perpetrator of crime as Black (Dixon, 2008). Although more
current research by Dixon (2015) has found that these overrepresentations of Black
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criminals have decreased, stereotypes of criminality being associated with Black people
are still perpetuated across mass-media programming, such as documentaries and
fictional television shows (Enck & Morrissey, 2015; Kelly, 2012).
Media programs depict a particular harm by examining the exploitation of prison
narratives for “sensational entertainment” (Novek, 2014, p. 5). Particularly, programs
have inherently justified prison as a necessary punishment for the most deserving of this
consequence (Bennett, 2006). For example, documentary dramas, such as National
Geographic’s Locked Up Abroad, claim to provide an inside look at foreign prisons. The
docudrama displays the experiences of US citizens who have been incarcerated in other
countries, such as Venezuela and Thailand (Kelly, 2012). In an attempt to display the
U.S. citizens as sympathetic westerners who have simply committed mistakes, they
intrinsically portray prisons as hosts of the most brutal criminals incapable of reform.
Kelly (2012) explained, “by virtue of their citizenship and personal initiative, the
program's subjects remain the few to be granted mercy for such considerably large
transgressions. This privilege, however, is not afforded to their fellow inmates, who will
inevitably pay the price for their crimes” (p. 11). This emphasis on foreigners as
malicious criminals could have severe impacts by reinforcing the association between
criminality and racial minorities. Aside from the damaging presentation of incarcerated
people, the medium of docudramas provides an authoritative voice that portrays the
westerners’ perspectives as the true reality (Kelly, 2012). As a result, these narratives
exacerbate a notion that imprisoned people of color are deserving of their sentence,
regardless of the inhumane conditions.
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Media Depictions of Black Incarcerated Women
Black women have received racist and sexist stereotypes depicted in mass media.
Researchers have found that media outlets have played into harmful tropes by depicting
Black women as heavily dependent on government assistance (Maddox & Gray, 2002),
and as overly promiscuous and hypersexual (Jerald et al., 2017). Not only have these
depictions affected perceptions of Black women, but they have also affected Black
women themselves. Ashley (2014) examined the mental health effects of Black women
who internalized stereotypes of “angry Black women” (p. 33). She found that given the
lack of culturally competent care, medical professionals were likely to misdiagnose and
provide ineffective treatment based on clinical observations of these internalizations.
Media depictions become increasingly important because the perceptions people
hold about Black women can manifest into various policies. Monahan et al. (2005) found
that individuals were less likely to support policies that benefited Black women if they
were depicted in television shows as being too dependent on governmental aid. Jewkes
(2014) explained that this can be attributed to negative perceptions of racial minorities
overall. She argued, “[citizens] who had once supported welfare state policies came to
view [government assistance] as expensive luxuries that were not only costly to the hardworking taxpayer but also increasingly supporting an undeserving and increasingly
dangerous underclass” (p. 52). Another study concluded that Black female promiscuity
found in rap music videos lead to decreased support for policies assisting Black pregnant
women (Johnson et al., 2009).
Although some research has examined the media effects of Black women and
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their experiences, media programming has been limited when it comes to describing the
lives of incarcerated Black women. However, a recent television program has been
pivotal in uncovering these realities. Enck and Morrissey (2015) assessed the popular
television show Orange Is the New Black (OITNB) in an effort to understand the
complexity of a show centered on imprisoned women of color. OITNB centers on Piper
Chapman, a white woman incarcerated for a minor role in drug trafficking. Most shows
depicting prison have routinely centered on the leading character’s plotline, inadvertently
dismissing the racial dynamics that posit people of color as more likely of being
incarcerated. On the contrary, OINTB positions each episode from the perspective of
racially diverse characters – many of which are Black women – and explains their
trajectory into prison while also commenting on the systemic barriers that steered them
into the carceral system. As one of the few television programs depicting empathetic
perceptions of Black incarcerated women, the study illuminates the need for more
research to assess underrepresented stigmatized populations.
Framing Theory
Although research suggests that media portrayals of stigmatized populations, and
Black women, are likely to elicit less policy support, it is also important to examine ways
to induce greater support for these policies; particularly, through the use of framing. In
his seminal book Public Opinion, Walter Lippman (1922) evaluated people’s cognitive
interpretations of messages and compared it to societal institutions and government
functions. In doing so, Lippmann developed the initial concept of framing. Lippmann
(1922) stated:
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Those features of the world outside which have to do with the behavior
of other human beings, in so far as that behavior crosses ours, is
dependent upon us, or is interesting to us, we call roughly public
affairs. The pictures inside the heads of these human beings, the
pictures of themselves, of others, of their needs, purposes, and
relationship, are their public opinions. (p. 21)
Here, Lippmann theorized cognitive processes that allow an individual to form opinions
surrounding democracy, stereotypes, and news information. Specifically, he stated that
individuals form ideas about the world based on what is presented in the media
(Lippman, 1922). Since Lippmann’s original conception of frames, framing theory has
become one of the most commonly used – and heavily contested – theories within
communication research. Defined by Scheufele & Iyengar (2015), “framing effects refer
to communication effects that are not due to differences in what is being communicated,
but rather to variations in how a given piece of information is being presented (or framed)
in public discourse” (pp. 2-3). Essentially, framing examines the various ways in which
the same information is presented.
Despite its prominence within communication scholarship, framing has roots in
sociology and psychology. One of the first definitions of framing came from
anthropologist Gregory Bateson (1954) who described frames as a psychological concept
where information is presented but interpreted in varying ways by the receiver.
Sociologist Erving Goffman (1974) further explicated this idea when he described
individuals’ cognitive ability to classify information into schemas – frameworks that
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shape interpretations of the information people receive. Continuing with this line of
thinking, Marvin Minsky (1974) delineated frames as networks of structured information
that create frame-systems, intended to categorize data from different viewpoints.
Despite the origins of framing across different fields, scholars have been primarily
interested in demonstrating the effects of these frames. In one of the most famous pieces
of framing literature, Tversky and Kahneman (1981) presented participants with one of
two frames detailing a fatal disease. One of the frames described a program that would
save 200 lives, whereas the other program was described as saving one-third of people
and risking two-thirds of individuals. They found that people preferred the first option.
The authors explained, “when faced with a choice, a rational decision-maker will prefer
the prospect that offers the highest expected utility” (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981, p.
453). Ultimately, this conceptualization of frames – framing effects – has influenced
research on public policy issues, causality and responsibility, and overall public opinion
(Pan & Kosicki, 1993).
Given the quantity of information that is disseminated through news outlets,
framing is one of the most common theoretical foundations for literature on news content.
Gitlin (1980) assessed frames by critiquing the frames news journalists utilized in order
to propagate their own personal agendas. Within the context of news frames, framing
literature has been examined under frameworks of agenda-setting and agenda-building.
Both theories examine what current issues are salient for individuals. These theories
typically utilize framing devices because they highlight particular aspects of texts in order
to make the information easier to select, and ultimately, more pertinent (Gameson, 1992).
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In conjunction with the literature at the time, Entman (1993) added, “[frames] promote a
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment
recommendation” (p. 52). Thus, it is not surprising that framing theory have been a
common framework to analyze news content. Today, news framing theory has emerged
as one of the most utilized theories in media effects research (Tewkesbury & Scheufele,
2019).
Despite its eminence, there are conflicting definitions on what frames are and how
they should be studied (Cacciatore et al., 2016; Reese, 2007; Weaver, 2007). Therefore, it
is crucial to examine the varying operationalizations of this theory. Methodically,
framing can be defined as content, as a process, and as an effect (Vliegenthart, 2012).
Regarding content, framing can be defined as information that accentuates important
elements within the texts. Guber and Bosso (2012) stated, “[framing content] give[s]
meaning and organization to an ‘unfolding strip of events,’ weaving a[n] intricate web of
cause and effect that can be used to define problems, diagnose causes, attribute blame and
responsibility, make moral judgments, and suggest remedies” (p. 4). Here, the authors
explain that framing can include purposely altering the content to emphasize a problem or
solution.
In reference to framing as a process, de Vreese (2005) views framing as a process
of (a) frame-building (b) frame-setting (c) individual-level consequences and (d) societallevel consequences. The author states that frame-building refers to the construction of the
frame, typically dependent on journalistic practices; concretely, the author suggests that
frame-setting is the interaction between the frame and the consumer’s prior knowledge of
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the issue. Lastly, the individual consequences refer to the individuals’ changes in
attitudes or beliefs due to the frame, whereas the societal-level consequences refer to the
impact the frame could have on the issue it is describing (de Vreese, 2005). Daviter
(2007) examined these effects with framing as a process when discussing political
conflict stemming from European Union agenda structures. Specifically, these
researchers explain that framing can viewed as a process of cognitive functions that lead
into personal interpretations.
Similarly, framing can also be seen as an effect where an individual’s decision,
attitude, or belief is dependent on how the content, specifically, is described (Gonzalez et
al., 2005). In one study, Brewer and Gross (2005) found that when invoking a value (i.e.,
equality) within the content, the framing mechanisms affected individuals’ likelihood of
supporting school vouchers. Within the field of communication, framing theory has been
utilized to examine the effects of news coverage across different media outlets (Chong &
Druckman, 2007). Park et al. (2012) demonstrated the effects of framing by conducting a
content analysis on the Virginia Tech school shooting. They found that when the news
outlet centered on the racial identity of the perpetrator, people were more likely to
generalize that entire ethnic group as criminals. Numerous content analyses have been
examined under the framework of framing theory and concluded that different media
outlets tend to use different frames depending on the context (An & Gower, 2009;
Matthes, 2009).
In conjunction with varying definitions and different approaches, there is a myriad
of framing typologies within framing literature. Most frames tend to fall into the category
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of issue-specific frames that showcase specific topics or events, or generic frames that
can be applied to numerous scenarios and cultural contexts (de Vreese, 2005). For
example, de Vreese et al. (2001) examined the introduction of the European currency –
the euro – across different news platforms. They found that although numerous frames
were used for this single event, the majority centered on economic frames which assessed
the monetary value of implementing a new form of currency. Issue-specific frames have
been used to address women’s movements, Calvin Klein advertising, media coverage of
steroid use in Baseball, and school shootings (Kozman, 2017; Muschert & Carr, 2006;
Terkildsen & Schnell, 1997; Tucker, 1998). When examining a content analysis of issuespecific frames for the #MeToo movement, Li et al. (2021) found that men and
organizations were more likely to use issue-specific frames whereas women were more
likely to use frames that applied to collective action. Nonetheless, scholars have argued
that issue-specific frames are not generalizable; meaning, that these frames are too
focused on isolated events which could reduce the generalizability and pose
methodological concerns within research (Brüggermann & D’Angelo, 2018).
Shah et al. (2009) argued that generic frames are more important given their
generalizability and applicability to numerous cultural contexts. Furthermore, scholars
have also suggested that generic frames provide a mechanism to generalize issue-specific
frames, and in turn, make their effects applicable to a greater sector of people.
Brüggermann and D’Angelo (2018) stated, “generic frames are what journalists do to
issue frames” (p. 94). Here, the authors explain that generic frames provide greater
context rather than issue-specific ones.
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While some scholars have examined the current frames whereas others have
created frames themselves, research has indicated numerous framing devices that can be
utilizing within this scholarship. For example, Entman and Rojecki (1993) identified
seven frames of news messages that increase the possibility of policy support: rationality,
expertise, public support, partisanship, unity, extremism, and power. Capella and
Jamieson (1997) isolated the binary of strategy and issue frames within news outlets.
Strategy frames center on the political process of the problem, while issue frames tend to
examine the specific policy itself. Conflict frames accentuate tensions and disagreements
between individuals, organization, and nations (Bartholome et al., 2017). Gross and
Brewer (2007) described the use of conflict frames as a method to affect individuals’
feelings of anger about the finances of political campaigns. Abundant research has also
viewed gain and loss frames, which focus on emphasizing the advantages of choosing
one option in contrast to the disadvantages of not choosing other options, respectively
(Major, 2011). In an analysis of gain and loss frames, Schindler and Pfattheicher (2017)
found that participants were more likely to engage in dishonest behavior if that meant
avoiding a loss. Emphasis frames – which accentuate key points in a story – are another
form of common frames within persuasive messaging scholarship (Ding & Pan, 2016).
Kauffman et al. (2016) concluded that when emphasis frames accentuated the number of
other players in an online gaming community, it affected the rate of monetary
contributions to the main gamers. Equivalency frames – frames which differ only with
how they are presented – have also presented ample discussion with political
communication (Olsen, 2015; Pedersen et al., 2019). Semetko and Valkenburg (2000)
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identified five frames readily apparent in news stories: human, interest, conflict, morality,
economic consequence, and attribution of responsibility. In sum, there is a plethora of
different frames that can used within media scholarship. However, attribution of
responsibility frames could potentially serve as an ideal frame for social issues in
particular.
Framing and Attribution Theory
Attribution of responsibility has generated extensive discussions within news
framing research (Kim, 2015). Attribution theory was first coined by Austrian
psychologist Fritz Heider, who explained that attribution refers to individuals’
explanations for the effects of everyday events (Weiner, 1980). Further developed by the
subsequent work of Bernard Weiner, attribution theory refers to the “causal explanations
one makes for unexpected, negative, or important events ... [and] have specific emotional
consequences that, in turn, lead to behavioral outcomes” (Lee & Hall, 2020, p. 2).
According to Weiner (1995), responsibility is typically viewed from two
perspectives. First, responsibility may be placed upon the individual and suggested that
the casual effect was due to the persons’ deficiencies. Consequently, any effort to rectify
the issue is addressed by modifying the individuals’ behaviors or attitudes. Second,
responsibility may also be viewed from a societal level perspective. This means that the
issue results from systemic faults within our society. Kim (2015) explained that the issue
may derive from “flaws in social conditions, such as unethical business practices, unsafe
environments, and unequal distributions of economic resources” (p. 554). The author
continued by stating that in order to enact change from this viewpoint, systemic changes
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need to occur in the form of institutional restructures, societal forces, or even, political
policies. Additionally, Iyengar (1991) stated that responsibility frames can be categorized
in one of two ways: causal or treatment. Causal refers to origins of the issue whereas
treatment frames focus on remedies for the problem.
Attribution theory has also been applied to media messages and perceptions of
individuals and social issues. Particularly, most attribution framing literature has been
examined through content analyses of news media (Stark & Flemming, 2017). In one
content analysis conducted by Kensicki (2004), the author examined three separate social
issues (pollution, poverty, and incarceration). The author concluded that although most
news frames were considered ‘neutral,’ responsibility was typically attributed to societal
institutions (e.g., government, social stigmas, etc.). In a separate content analysis of 247
crisis news stories, An and Gower (2009) found that responsibility frames accounted for
95.1% of news frame reported. Specifically, responsibility at the individual level was
used in 99.1% of the news articles, as opposed to a larger organizational level of blame.
Although there is no single frame that is constituted as attribution of responsibility
frames, scholars have used various devices to assess societal responsibility versus
individual responsibility. Namely, framing studies have investigated responsibility by
applying frames such as strategic versus policy frames, and ethical frames focused on
principle morals (Shah et al., 2004; Shah et al., 1996). According to Weiner (2000),
causality, stability, and controllability were crucial to constructing responsibility frames.
Cerutti (2010) developed a responsibility framework to specifically assess global climate
change; this included frames spotlighting morality, justice and equality, and the ability
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for change. In conjunction with Cerutti’s framework, Liang et al. (2014) also addressed
frames of climate change responsibility with added values of efficacy, uncertainty, and
vulnerability. Iyengar (1991) specifically focused on episodic versus thematic frames to
discuss responsibility. Episodic frames contain a frame that uses an anecdotal example or
case study to illustrate the idea. Thematic frames, in contract, focus on statistics and
overall illustrations of the issue at hand.
Numerous frames have been adapted to reflect responsibility however, this is
typically in conjunction with other variables. Thematic and episodic frames are primarily
focused on individual events versus large-scale occurrences; morality frames must
include philosophical or ethical principles; and strategic and policy frames typically
require specific outcomes centered on regulations. Consequently, although some frames
feature responsibility elements, that is not always the primary objective of the frame
utilized. Given the nature of journalist practice, these frames are not mutually exclusive;
many frames in news outlets and academic research utilize a combination of many
mechanisms. However, these could potentially interfere with one another and disrupt the
intention and validity of the study. Whereas various frames have been examined under
the framework of attribution theory, it is theoretically imperative to operationalize
distinct responsibility framing devices to ensure construct validity within attribution
theory.
Therefore, this thesis research draws upon one of the most seminal research
studies surrounding attribution of responsibility. Iyengar’s (1987) fundamental article on
attribution of responsibility frames examined frames of poverty, unemployment, and
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terrorism. Within it, he explained that individuals’ beliefs and attitudes on social issues
are typically dependent on their interpretation of their causes. For this study, the author
conducted interviews where individuals discussed the causes of three social issues at
separate times. Iyengar categorized the results into two prime facets: individual
responsibility and societal responsibility. Participants attributed responsibility to
individuals when they found the cause to stem from personal motivation, cultural barriers
(i.e., broken families), and lack of education and skills. For social responsibility,
participants attributed responsibility to social factors when they believed the cause to
derive from the economy, government, and society as a whole. Although this seminal
literature is over 30 years old, more recent research also yielded similar findings. Kim et
al. (2010) conducted a content analysis on news outlets that still link individual
responsibility to broken family structures and lack of education. Additionally, societal
responsibility was also linked to the fiscal economy and ineffective governmental aid.
Furthermore, in conjunction with responsibility, participants have identified the function
of control as part of a process for determining who is responsible for social issues
(Mantler et al., 2003).
Perceived Controllability
In addition to individual traits, perceptions of victims’ control in causing the issue
may be a significant factor in perceptions of an issue and its solutions. Framing theory is
a heavily contested framework within media effects research. As early as the 1970s,
scholars have called for more inquiry into the cognitive functions surrounding frame
selection (Minsky, 1974). During the late 70s, psychologists explored the mental
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functions that influence different behaviors (Bandura et al., 1977). Theories – such as
social learning theory – have sought to address the cognitive exertion required to change
some’s opinion, and in turn, their behavior (Bandura, 1977). Whether it is viewing events
as anecdotal, or forming new connections to issues, the cognitive processes that people
undergo can be unique to every individual (Sotirovic, 2001). While early communication
literature has centered on direct links between frame exposure and judgements, media
scholars called for more research to examine the mental functions that contribute to the
cognitive accessibility and availability of frames (Valkenburg & Oliver, 2019).
In the past few decades, media scholarship has emphasized various cognitive
mechanisms that help explain the relationship between media exposure and judgement.
Bullock & Schulman (2021) isolated three cognitive mechanisms within framing theory
in order to assess persuasive messages about outdoor tanning: availability, accessibility,
and applicability. They identified accessibility and applicability as mediators for frames
and persuasive appeals. This could be explained by the schemas individuals use when
presented with information. Fisk & Taylor (1991) argue that individuals turn to mental
shortcuts – heuristics –to cope with the volume of information they receive. As a result,
when reading a framed article, individuals are more likely to turn to these heuristics, such
as accessibility, to process and interpret the information. Nonetheless, cognitive
processes are not limited to heuristics, and ample research has investigated different
kinds of cognitive processes. For example, Tchernev (2021) examined the functions of
attention, presence, loss of self, and distancing from the real world as processes that
contribute to narrative transportation. Sanders (2010) assessed the cognitive function of
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impression formation that impacted preferences for fictional television characters.
Additionally, Thomas & Hovick (2021) found that the cognition mechanism of
communication efficacy helps to predict health self-disclosure amongst families.
Weiner (2000) classified tenets central to examining the perception of received
causal explanations. Frames are an ideal mechanism to observe considering the
immediate cognitive processes at work. Research has found that individuals exert more
cognitive effort depending on the frame of articles (e.g., moral frames, policy frames,
political strategy frames, etc.) (Lee et al., 2008). Naturally, these tenets have received
inquiry into the cognitive workings of perceived cause and effects. Perceived
controllability is a mechanism that offers a unique perspective when it comes to
addressing stigmatized populations. Controllability – whether the individual is considered
responsible for their predicament – has been extensively researched in attribution
scholarship (Weiner, 1980). Studies have demonstrated that people are more likely to
have negative responses to individuals whose hardship is seen as controllable, whereas
people whose hardship is seen as uncontrollable elicited more positive responses (Law et
al., 2009). Cho & Gower (2006) found that when an event appeared unintentional – thus,
uncontrollable – individuals were more likely to attribute blame to an organization as
opposed to an individual. These ideals were evident in individuals’ close networks as
well. Muschetto and Siegal (2019) found that participants expressed less sympathy and
more anger toward depressed patients if they perceived their situation to be controllable,
even if that patient was a close friend or family member. Historically, imprisoned
individuals are typically faulted for their carceral sentence. Ample research has described
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the culpability placed on imprisoned people of color for the crimes, as opposed to larger
governmental structures (Dixon, 2007). Seeing as incarcerated individuals are more often
faulted for their circumstances, the variable of controllability may influence the degree to
which they perceive them as responsible for their situation.
The perception that someone’s situation is a result of factors within their control
has also been found to affect policy support for individuals. Chung & Kim (2019)
examined the use of episodic and thematic frames to deliver information surrounding
postpartum depression (PPD) in women. They found that participants were more likely to
support policies intended to prevent and treat PPD after reading a thematic-framed
article, as opposed to an episodic one. They identified controllability as a mediating
factor between thematic frames and policy support. Controllability, thus, serves as an
additional variable that should be considered when discussing responsibility.
Critical Media Effects
Framing theory have been a well-established theoretical lens for researching
stigmatized populations – including incarcerated individuals (Iyengar, 1987; Scheufele &
Iyengar, 2012). Moreover, scholars have examined racial disparities within the U.S.
carceral system through the lens of legal systems and judicial policies (Conklin, 2021;
Seron, 2016), personal ideologies (Martensen, 2012), historical roots (Thomas, 2013),
political economy (Campbell, 2011; Taslitz, 2011), and more notably, the social
construction of race in our society – including Critical Race Theory (CRT) (Capers,
2014; Fornili, 2018; Jeffers, 2019). Dating as early as the 1970s, CRT has moved from a
set of theories into a global movement examining racial structures within education,
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judicial systems, disability, and media – to name a few (Gillborn et al., 2018). CRT has
been a common framework to identify and challenge the social construction of race in
modern society (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993). As Siegal (2020) explained, “critical race
theory is a concept that racism must be viewed not merely as an unjust process but as an
unjust set of consequences for the disadvantaged racial group” (p. 1075). Critical
frameworks – such as CRT – examine the power structures within institutions and the
detrimental effects placed on communities of color (Benjamin, 2016; Kim, 2013).
Although scholars have utilized CRT and other critical frameworks to describe
the effects of historical racism on mass imprisonment, less research has examined
intersections of race and gender. As Treviño et al. (2008) stated “[scholars] continue to
focus almost exclusively on the simplistic Black/white binary that has historically been
buttressed by the ‘one-drop’ rule” (p. 10). Limiting the scope on prison scholarship can
be beneficial for exploring one specific group of people; however, it disregards the
experiences of various other populations that are affected. Notably, Black incarcerated
women remain omitted from several overarching conversations surrounding mass
incarceration. As stated in the aforementioned section, limited scholarship has evaluated
the experiences of Black incarcerated women within academic scholarship (Enck &
Morrissey, 2015). However, recent literature has highlighted a new framework for media
scholarship that combines the critical inquiry of institutional racism, the quantitative
mechanisms to describe the effects of media content, and the intersections of gender and
race: critical media effects.
Media effects scholars – researchers who study the effects of media content on
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individuals’ beliefs and attitudes – have called for other media effects scholars to
supplement their literature by acknowledging the socioeconomic and cultural factors that
contribute to social problems in the first place. Ramasubramanian and Banjo (2020)
argued for critical media effects, a framework that examines the connection between
critical cultural communication and media effects, in response to these limitations. The
framework focuses on four factors in particular: power, intersectionality, context, and
agency. They state:
Power addresses the hierarchical relationships and structural inequalities between
dominant groups and subordinated groups that are marginalized, including within
media effects scholarship. Intersectionality challenges mono-categorical
theorizing within media effects research by acknowledging overlapping and
mutually constructed intersectional identities. Context explores the degree to
which media effects research accounts for the dynamicity of sociocultural
political factors which impact the media experiences. And finally, agency
accounts for the active role that media users can play in their media use in
participatory and counter-hegemonic ways. (pp. 383-384)
Whereas scholars have utilized other critical frameworks within quantitative work – such
as CRT – authors have argued that these frameworks do not always provide a holistic
overview of the multiple factors that should be considered. The tenet of intersectionality
is of particular concern given the omission of gender within CRT literature.
Black Incarcerated Women and Intersectionality
Prior to the late 1980s, feminist and antiracist literature broadly examined the
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intersection of race and gender; namely, the lives and struggles of Black women
(Cantalupo, 2019). Crenshaw (1989), who first coined this intersection of identities as
‘intersectionality,’ originally utilized it to examine the unique experiences of Black
women plaintiffs. In a follow-up to her original 1989 article, Crenshaw (1990) explained:
My objective there was to illustrate that many of the experiences Black women
face are not subsumed within the traditional boundaries of race or gender
discrimination as these boundaries are currently understood, and that the
intersection of racism and sexism factors into Black women's lives in ways that
cannot be captured wholly by looking at the race or gender dimensions of those
experiences separately. (p. 1244)
Although Crenshaw (1990) explains that other elements, such as class or sexuality, may
be useful to consider, she explains that the concept of multiple identities – intersections –
are necessary characterizations in order to adequately assess these populations. As
Gurusami (2017) stated, “[intersectionality] investigate[s] how race, class, gender,
sexuality, and other social locations overlap and intersect to produce multidimensional
relationships of power and inequality between and within groups” (p. 436). Since the
inception of the term, intersectionality has been used to analyze public health,
immigration, education, public policy, and quantitative methods, to name a few (Bowleg,
2021; Bowleg & Bauer, 2016; Crenshaw, 1991; Havinksy & Cormier, 2011; Haynes,
2020; Kapilashrami, 2018). Within CME, Ramasubramanian & Banjo (2020) identified
the value of recognizing intersectionality in media effects scholarship. Given the
omission of Black incarcerated women from prison scholarship, this framework helps
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supplement the analysis on why more research is necessary for this population.
The need to rectify the present harms Black incarcerated women face is currently
underway. Numerous organizations have not only sought justice for those wrongfully
affected by the carceral system but have also identified the institutional and attitudinal
barriers that propagate and strengthen these oppressive structures (Goodwin, 2020;
Herring, 2020). At the individual-level, media consumers are also capable of rectifying
these issues by challenging the media narratives surrounding Black women. Media
scholarship has criticized the portrayal of incarcerated women and men, particularly
because these narratives symbolize the political power structures within society. Zamudio
et al. (2011) explained, “narratives are not neutral, but rather political expressions of
power relationships. That is, history is always told from the perspective of dominant
groups. Minority perspectives in the form of narratives, testimonies, or storytelling
challenge the dominant group’s accepted truths” (p. 5). Therefore, the role of media helps
explore the current racial undertones in mass communication, as well as to investigate
methods of rectifying the ways in which we discus and describe Black incarcerated
women.
Rationale
With the plethora of harms proliferated via legislative policies, it is logical to
combat these mass incarceration concerns by garnering support for reformative policies
against mass imprisonment. However, the racial identity of the incarcerated person may
increase or decrease the support for prison reform policies. As research has suggested, the
stereotypes surrounding Black men have contributed to perceptions of criminality
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(Dixon, 2005; Dixon, 2015). Particularly, Black women have yielded less policy support
when primed with harmful stereotypes (Jerald et al., 2017; Monahan et al., 2005). Given
the ability for mass media depictions to induce and reinforce harmful stereotypes about
racial minorities (Kelly, 2012), and the limited scholarship on Black women, I
hypothesize:
H1: Media portrayals of Black incarcerated women will elicit less anti-mass
incarceration policy support than white incarcerated women.
Iyengar (1987) states that attribution of responsibility scholarship can be used to
examine overarching political public opinions. He continues by stating that the
mechanisms people use to discuss national issues can influence their interpretations of
causes for the problems. Pointedly, if participants perceive the cause to be a societal
issue, they will more than likely believe it requires a societal solution. On the contrary,
the issue will be perceived as an individual responsibility if it is attributed to the person’s
individual traits and situation. Iyengar (1987) explained, “when poverty is framed as a
societal outcome, people point to societal or governmental explanations; when poverty is
framed in terms of particular victims of poverty, particularly the homeless, people point
instead to dispositional explanations” (p. 820). Consequently, it is logical to suggest that
if individuals read about mass incarceration being caused by societal structures (e.g.,
government policies, systemic racism, etc.), they will be more likely to attribute
responsibility to that entity. In turn, this may increase their willingness to support policies
for this issue. On the other hand, individuals who read about mass incarceration from an
individual attribution frame may be more likely to hold the incarcerated person
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responsible and as a result, limit their willingness to support policies that affect them.
Thus, I hypothesize:
H2: Societal attribution of responsibility frames will elicit stronger anti-mass
incarceration policy support than individual attribution of responsibility frames.
Although research indicates that societal attribution frames can lead to increased
policy support (Kim et al., 2010; Weiner, 1995), research also supports the idea that
stereotypes about Black women contribute to decreased policy support (Johnson et al.,
2009; Monahan et al., 2005). Given these contrasting findings, this thesis poses the
question:
RQ1: Will societal attribution of responsibility frames featuring white
incarcerated women elicit stronger policy support than Black incarcerated
women?
However, this relationship may also be explained by perceived controllability.
Literature surrounding attribution theory has found that if a situation was perceived as
more controllable, participants were more likely to hold the individual responsible for
their situation (Law et al., 2009). Contrarily, if the situation seemed uncontrollable (i.e.,
the result of external forces), participants were more likely to blame the societal-level
institution (Cho & Gower, 2006). This indicates that controllability could affect whether
an individual is deemed responsible for their own situation. As a result, I suggest:
H3: Controllability will mediate the relationships between the type of frame and
policy support.
Fisk & Taylor (1991) suggest that cognitive heuristics may prompt individuals to
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revert to stereotypes about racial minorities (Fisk & Taylor, 1991). Research surrounding
stereotypes of Black men and Black women have found that racial minorities are often
blamed for their situation and as a result, incur longer and harsher prison sentences if
arrested (George & Martinez, 2002). Given the stereotypes positing Black women as
hypersexual (Jerald et al., 2017), authors have found that they are more likely to be
blamed for their own sexual assault (Donovan & Williams, 2002). Slatton (2020) argues
that this is the result of discourse that suggests Black women are in control of their own
circumstances, and as a result, responsible for their own sexual victimization. However,
given the ability for societal attribution of responsibility frames to shift the blame to
macro-level structures (Iyengar, 1987), individuals may attribute the issue of mass
incarceration as out of a person’s control, regardless of race. Furthermore, this may
impact their willingness to support anti-mass incarceration policies. Thus, I propose the
question:
RQ2: Will exemplar race moderate the effects of the type of frames on
controllability, and in turn, policy support?
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CHAPTER THREE
METHOD
Participants
Participants were 374 undergraduate students recruited from introductory
communication courses at a large southeastern university from a departmental participant
pool. The original sample included 404 participants, however, 28 were removed from the
analysis: 14 participants failed an attention check, 13 requested their data be deleted after
a debriefing, two did not input responses, and one participant identified their age as
below the age requirement. The remaining 374 students were awarded class credit for
their participation in this study. The sample was limited to individuals over the age of 18.
Participant Demographics
The sample was composed of 57.5% (n = 215) female students, 41.2% (n = 154)
male students, .3% (n = 1) non-binary students, and 1.1% (n = 4) who requested not to
disclose their gender identity. Most participants (87.7%, n = 328) self-identified as white,
5.9% (n = 22) identified as Black or African American, 5.9% (n = 22) as Asian, 4.8% (n
= 18) as Hispanic or Latino, 1.3% (n = 5) as American Indian or Alaskan Native, .3% (n
= 1) as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 1.3% (n = 5) self-identified as other.
Participants ranged in age from 18 to 35 (M = 19.55, SD = 1.85), with the majority being
between the ages of 18 to 22 (97.6%). When asked about political affiliation, the majority
leaned toward conservative orientations (M = 3.79, SD = 1.58). Specifically, 19 (5.1%)
identified as very conservative, 74 (19.8%) as conservative, 78 (20.9%) as somewhat
conservative, 83 (22.2%) participants self-identified as neutral, 54 (14.4%) as somewhat
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liberal, 48 (12.8%) as liberal, and 18 (4.8%) as very liberal. Within the sample, 317
(84.8%) had previously viewed fictional or non-fictional prison-related media, whereas
57 (15.2%) stated they had not. Lastly, 275 (73.5%) participants have not experienced
incarceration nor know someone who has, whereas 99 (26.5%) participants stated that
they have or know someone who has experienced incarceration.
Design and Procedure
This research employed a 2 (societal attribution of responsibility frame vs.
individual attribution of responsibility frame) x 2 (white incarcerated woman vs. Black
incarcerated woman) between-subjects factorial experiment. The study was administered
through the survey system Qualtrics. The independent variables were frame and exemplar
race. The dependent variable was policy support of anti-mass incarceration legislation.
Participants were provided an informed consent form approved by the
Institutional Review Board in order to begin the study. After consenting to participation
in the study, participants were instructed to read a news article as they normally would
(i.e., at their normal pace) (Appendix A). The survey was formatted so participants were
required to stay on the stimulus page for a minimum of 45 seconds in order to ensure they
did not disregard the news article. Afterward, they completed a questionnaire with items
pertaining to support for criminal justice reform policies (Appendix B). Then,
participants responded to demographic and individual difference questions, including
age, gender, ethnicity, and political orientation (Appendix C). Lastly, participants were
supplied with a debriefing statement which explained the intention of the study: to
examine whether race and responsibility frames affect policy support for anti-mass

36

incarceration policies (Appendix D). Participants were given an opportunity to request for
their results to be deleted; these results were omitted from the final analysis.
Experimental Stimuli
Responsibility Frames
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions: 95 were
randomly assigned to societal attribution of responsibility frame featuring a Black
incarcerated woman; 91 to societal attribution of responsibility frame featuring a white
incarcerated woman; 96 to individual attribution of responsibility frame featuring a Black
incarcerated woman; 92 to individual attribution of responsibility frame featuring a white
incarcerated woman. Given the various conceptualizations and operationalizations of
framing theory, Cacciatore et al. (2016) have specifically called upon researchers to refer
to the original intention of seminal framing literature. Whereas some researchers have
adapted framing techniques to fit their hypotheses, the authors explained that scholars
should re-test the original techniques used in classic framing literature to properly adhere
to the purpose of the framing mechanism. Within the context of attribution of
responsibility, this thesis based the frame stimuli on Iyengar’s (1987) original
interpretations of societal and individual attributions of responsibility.
The introductory paragraph began as a common news article from an arbitrary
city with no specific affiliation (i.e., Knoxville) and provided a brief explanation of the
social issue of mass incarceration, as well as common detriments specified by prison
activists (ACLU, 2021, Prison Policy Initiative, 2020). The opening paragraph was the
same for both frames and reads as follows:
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KNOXVILLE (AP) – According to a recent study, an estimated 2.12
million people are incarcerated within the United States.
Commonly referred to as mass incarceration, the mass imprisonment of
people poses many challenges to incarcerated individuals themselves, including
mental and physical difficulties, limited access to healthcare, and labor
exploitation.
Incarcerated people like Jordan Smith, who was charged in 2017 for drug
possession, face hardships such as limited family visitations and delayed
appointments for annual medical checkups.
The United States currently houses the largest number of imprisoned
individuals globally. Numerous activists and scholars have called for
investigations into the carceral system for its alleged treatment of incarcerated
people. Activists have also advocated for appropriate policies to end the mass
incarceration of individuals.
Individual Attribution of Responsibility Frame. The individual attribution of
responsibility condition included causes such as family structure hardships (i.e., absent
parent) and lack of education. According to the original study by Iyengar (1987)
participants identified these elements – which focus on individuals’ underdeveloped
facets of life – as the primary reasons victims would fault the individual for their
situation. The italics are utilized in order to distinguish what phrases indicate this frame is
an individual responsibility frame. The section reads as follows:
While studies have attempted to understand the reason for heightened rates
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of incarceration, scholars have pointed out the role of behavioral trends in
increasing the number of incarcerated people.
David Allen, a Law Professor at Rice University who studies prisons,
claims that incarceration can be accredited to family hardships.
“Strained family dynamics can cause psychological dysfunction,” Allen
suggests, “which can lead to drug use as a coping mechanism.”
Social psychologists have reported increased rates of absent parents in
households which may explain increased prison rates. Local researchers have
examined demographics of the prison population and found approximately 60%
came from a single-parent household.
In addition, prison reform activists have also identified low educational
attainment as a cause for mass incarceration. According to the Prison Policy
Initiative, juveniles who do not attend school regularly are more likely to have
interactions with the police.
Experts have also linked an individual's personal motivation to prison
rates. Recent polling data indicates that an association exists between an
individual's decreased level of motivation and increased prison rates in the greater
Knoxville area.
Societal Attribution of Responsibility Frame. The societal attribution of
responsibility frame reflected Iyengar’s (1987) research by presenting a news article
where the causes are identified as a failing fiscal economy and limited government help –
both of which were identified as entities responsible for societal-level concerns. The
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italics are utilized in order to distinguish what phrases indicate this frame is a societal
responsibility frame. That section reads as follows:
While studies have attempted to understand the reason for heightened rates
of incarceration, scholars have pointed out the role of societal trends in increasing
the number of incarcerated people.
David Allen, a Law Professor at Rice University who studies prisons,
asserts incarceration can be accredited to the U.S. society and economy.
“Poverty due to the economy can cause psychological dysfunction,” Allen
suggests, “which can lead to drug use as a coping mechanism.”
Economists have reported downward trends in the current fiscal economy
which may explain increased prison rates. Local researchers have examined
demographics of the prison population and found approximately 60% were below
the poverty line.
In addition, prison reform activists have identified challenges in accessing
governmental assistance as a cause for mass incarceration. According to the
Prison Policy Initiative, long wait times, limited staff, few translation services,
and reduced government funding have led to more crowding in government aid
offices, increasing the likelihood of interactions with police officers.
Experts have also linked societal perceptions of imprisoned people to
prison rates. Recent polling data indicates that an association exists between
societal stereotypes and prejudices and heightened prison rates in the greater
Knoxville area.
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Not only do these manipulations derive from the original notions of Iyengar’s
attribution of responsibility concepts, but they also reflect more recent literature that has
concluded similar findings. For example, Kim et al. (2010) conducted a content analysis
that identified family hardships and lack of education as framing devices related to
individual responsibility and economic concerns and lack of governmental oversight as
common news frames for societal responsibility.
The final paragraphs of the article provided a closing statement to revert attention
to the exemplar. It reads as follows:
Mass incarceration affects millions of U.S. citizens. For Smith, who is
expected to be released from prison in 2023, her release from prison is an
opportunity for a new beginning.
“Being in prison is the worst thing I have ever experienced,” Smith says.
“I’m ready for a fresh start.”
Exemplar Race
Cacciatore et al. (2016) called for more research on visual forms of framing,
suggesting that “as we begin to explore the new paradigm of preference-based effects
models, (visual) equivalence framing may be crucial in helping us understand strong
media effects, in spite of media fragmentation and filter bubbles” (p. 20). Therefore,
exemplar race was manipulated by including an image of a Black woman or a white
woman in the news article (Appendix A). The article did not mention race nor gender in
the text and utilized the neutral name of Jordan Smith.
The image was selected from the Chicago Face Database, a database that includes
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597 high-resolution, standardized images of individuals between the ages of 17-65 (Ma,
Correll, & Wittenbrink, 2015). The individuals self-identified their gender as Male or
Female, and their race as Asian, Black, Latino, white, or mixed. All models within this
set maintained neutral facial expressions which was based on a U.S rater sample. The
images were selected from the standard CFD set which included standardized images
with similar features. Both the white and the Black women in the photograph appeared
similar in age, had straight hair, minimal make-up, and similar facial structure.
Additionally, the images only showed the model’s head and shoulders, reminiscent of a
mugshot.
Dependent Variables
Anti-Mass Incarceration Policy Support
Policy support was assessed after exposure to the stimuli with an eight-item,
seven-point Likert-type (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) scale. The scale was
composed of federal policies that prison reform organizations have identified as being
capable of reducing or ending mass incarceration (Grawert, 2017; Sawyer & Wagner,
2020). Participants rated their agreement with the following statements:
1. I support ending federal grants that fund building more prisons.
2. I support ending federal incarceration for low-level crimes (e.g., shoplifting,
trespassing, disorderly conduct).
3. I support implementing modern police training that focuses on crime
prevention and prevents unnecessary arrests.
4. I support reducing prison sentences for nonviolent crimes (e.g., DUI, fraud,
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drug possession).
5. I support abolishing mandatory sentencing that forces judges to sentence
individuals to prison regardless of circumstances.
6. I support reducing the length of probation sentences.
7. I support allowing former felons the ability to vote in state and federal
elections.
8. I support providing easier access to lawyers for low-income individuals on
trial.
Reliability for the policy support scale was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha
which indicated good reliability for (α = .81). Index of the policy support scale was
calculated by computing the overall mean of the items (M = 5.19, SD = .88).
Mediating Variable
Perceived Controllability
In order to examine controllability, the mediator will be measured with a threeitem, seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) adapted
from Muschetto & Siegal’s (2018) perceived controllability scale. Participants will rate
their agreement to the following statements:
1. I believe the incarcerated person is responsible for their present condition.
2. I would think that it was the incarcerated person’s own fault that they are in the
present condition.
3. I believe the incarcerated person’s present condition is controllable.
Reliability for the perceived controllability scale was assessed using Cronbach’s
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alpha which indicated good reliability (α = .80). Index of the perceived controllability
scale was calculated by computing the overall mean of the items (M = 4.63, SD = 1.14).
Covariates
Demographic Measures
Demographics for this study consisted of the following:
1. Age [Number Entry]
2. Gender Identity [Multiple Choice]: Male, Female, Transgender Male,
Transgender Female, Nonbinary, Prefer Not to Answer, Other (please
specify).
3. Race/Ethnicity [Multiple Choice]: white/Caucasian, Black/African American,
Hispanic/Latino, Asian, Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian, American
Indian/Alaska Native, Other (please specify).
4. College Major [Short Entry]
Political Affiliation
Considering participants may enter with preconceived notions of all variables in
question, political affiliation was viewed as a covariate in case it affects the underlying
associations in this study. The questionnaire consisted of a one-item assessment of
political party identity (Pew Research Centers, 2015). Participants were tasked with
selecting one political affiliation they best align with.
1. Very Conservative
2. Conservative
3. Somewhat Conservative
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4. Neutral
5. Somewhat Liberal
6. Liberal
7. Very Liberal
Manipulation Check
Attribution of Responsibility
In order to assess the immediate efficacy of the attribution of responsibility, it was
measured on a two-item, seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 =
Strongly Agree) adapted from Springer & Harwood’s (2015) attribution of responsibility
scale. The first question checked for individual attribution, the second question checked
for societal attribution, and the third question checked for societal attribution but with a
focus on governmental responsibility. Participants rated their agreement to the following
statements:
1. Individuals have a responsibility to keep themselves from being incarcerated.
2. Society has a responsibility to find ways to reduce the number of incarcerated
people.
3. Government has a responsibility to enact policies that reduce the number of
incarcerated people.
Independent samples t-tests were conducted in order to determine the efficacy of
the manipulation. Analyses revealed that when asked whether individuals have a
responsibility to keep themselves from being incarcerated, there were no significant
differences between the societal responsibility (M = 5.53, SD = 1.13) and individual
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responsibility (M = 5.70, SD = 1.05) frames, t(372) = 1.56, p = .23. There were also no
significant differences between societal responsibility (M = 5.45, SD = 1.49) and
individual responsibility (M = 5.62, SD = 1.40) frames when asked whether society has a
responsibility to find ways to reduce the number of incarcerated people t(372) = 1.14, p =
.65.

46

CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS
H1, H2, and RQ1 were tested by employing a frame (societal attribution of
responsibility and individual attribution of responsibility) X race of incarcerated person
(white versus Black) two-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with support for antimass incarceration policies as the outcome variable and political orientation as a control
variable. H3 and RQ2 were tested using Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro for SPSS.
Specifically, moderated mediation models (i.e., Model 8) in which frame represented the
independent variable (X), policy support the outcome variable (Y), race the moderator
variable (W), and controllability the mediator (M) were tested. Models used 5,000
bootstrapped samples and bias-corrected confidence intervals set to 95% to test effects.
The first hypothesis predicted that media portrayals of Black incarcerated women
would elicit less anti-mass incarceration policy support than white incarcerated women
(H1). A two-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) revealed no significant difference
between policy support among participants exposed to a white woman exemplar (M =
5.11, SD = .84) and a Black woman exemplar (M = 5.27, SD = .91), F(1, 371) = 1.90, p =
.17, η2= .005. This indicates that exemplar race did not affect participants’ support for
anti-mass incarceration policies. Thus, H1 was not supported.
The second hypothesis predicted that societal attribution of responsibility frames
would elicit stronger anti-mass incarceration policy support than individual attribution of
responsibility frames (H2). A two-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) revealed that
revealed that while accounting for political orientation, there was no significant
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difference between policy support and responsibility frames focused on individual
responsibility (M = 5.19, SD = .85) or societal responsibility (M = 5.19, SD = .90), F(1,
371) = .03, p = .86, η2= .00. This indicates that responsibility frames did not affect
participants’ support for anti-mass incarceration policies. Thus, H2 was not supported.
A research question was posted to examine a possible interaction between frame
and exemplar race. Specifically, the research question considered whether societal
attribution of responsibility frames featuring white incarcerated women would elicit
stronger policy support than Black incarcerated women (RQ1). A two-way analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) revealed that while accounting for political orientation, there was
no significant interaction amongst societal responsibility frames featuring white women
(M = 5.14, SD = .81) or Black women (M = 5.24, SD = .99), and individual responsibility
frames featuring white women (M = 5.10, SD = .87) or Black women (M = 5.30, SD =
.83) on policy support, F(1, 369) = .32, p = .57, η2= .001. This indicates that
responsibility frames featuring Black women were not significantly different than
responsibility frames depicting white women.
A third hypothesis posited controllability would mediate the relationships
between the type of frame and policy support (H3). A method referred to as conditional
process analysis developed by Hayes’ (2013) was employed to test the indirect effect of
frames on policy support via controllability. For this model, frame represented the
independent variable (X), policy support the outcome variable (Y), and controllability the
mediator (M). Results of the analysis revealed no evidence of direct effects nor
mediation. Specifically, the direct effect of responsibility frames on controllability (b =
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.13, SE = .34, p = .71, CI 95% [-.55 – .80]), and the direct effect on responsibility frames
on policy support (b = .17, SE = .24, p = .47, CI 95% [-.30–.64]) were non-significant,
indicating that there was no effect between frames on controllability or on policy support.
This finding suggests that even when accounting for controllability, there is no effect
between responsibility frames on participants’ support for anti-mass incarceration
policies. Thus, H3 was not supported.
Notably, the association between the covariate of political affiliation and
controllability was negative and statistically significant (b = -.30, SE = .03, p < .001, CI
95% [-.36 – .22]). Although this was not manipulated, it does indicate that as political
orientation increases (more liberal), perceived controllability decreases. Additionally, the
direct effect of controllability on policy support was negative and statistically significant
(b = -.20, SE = .04, p < .001, CI 95% [-.27 – -.13]). This implies that as perceived
controllability increases, policy support decreases.
A final research question explored whether exemplar race would moderate the
effects of frame type on controllability, and in turn, policy support (RQ2). A test of
moderated mediation was conducted to determine whether the effect of responsibility
frames and exemplar race on policy support was mediated by controllability. Hayes’
(2013) conditional process analysis was employed to test the indirect effect of frames and
race on policy support. For this model, frame represented the independent variable (X),
policy support the outcome variable (Y), race the moderator variable (W),
and controllability the mediator (M). Results of the analysis revealed no evidence of
moderated mediation. The index of moderated mediation, which indicates the inequality
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of indirect effects at both levels of the moderator, was insignificant (IE = .02, SE = .04,
CI 95% [-.07 – .11]). The indirect effect of responsibility frames on policy support was
insignificant for the white exemplar (IE = -.00, SE = .03, CI 95% [-.08 – .05]) and the
black exemplar (IE = .00, SE = .03, CI 95% [-.05 – .07]) Thus, exemplar race did not
moderate the effects of individual or societal frames on controllability, nor policy
support. See Figure 1 for mediation model coefficients.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION
This thesis aimed to assess whether attributions of responsibility in news stories
featuring Black and white incarcerated women affect support for anti-mass incarceration
policies. The analyses indicated no significant effects of attribution frames, and the
hypotheses were not supported. However, the lack of significant differences could
suggest novel contributions.
Exemplar Race
The first hypothesis was not supported, indicating that there was no significant
difference between Black and white exemplars on policy support. This finding
contradicts previous literature that has found an association between racial stereotypes
and policy support (Monahan et al., 2005; Jerald et al., 2017). A potential explanation is
that participants were cognitively motivated to omit any personal biases they may hold
about various racial groups. Tukachinksy et al. (2011) found that when participants are
provided with ample reading time, they are more attentive and less responsive to racial
stereotypes in verbal and visual exemplars. Given that no time constraints exacerbated
mental loads, participants may have had enough time to mentally process the information
and remove any individual biases regarding race when determining their level of support
for anti-mass incarceration policies.
Conversely, it is also possible that the participants were, in fact, not attentive to
the exemplar race in the news article. The lack of attentiveness could be due to cognitive
heuristics such as availability heuristics—the ease of a representation coming to mind—
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or even recency bias—remembering the last piece of information more clearly (PhillipsWren, 2019). Considering the visual exemplar (i.e., mugshot) was at the beginning of the
article followed by a news story, the participants may have been more preoccupied with
the news content itself. As a result, they may have overlooked any visual cues and
selected policy support choices aligned with their own beliefs. Whether participants were
paying attention too much or simply not enough, there may be complex cognitive
explanations for this finding.
Nonetheless, the comparison of Black and white exemplars fills a void by
expanding upon intersectionality in media effects research by placing the focus on Black
and white women. Whereas extant scholarship has examined numerous cases of race and
exemplars, little has been researched about Black and white incarcerated women
exemplars. Ramasubramanian & Banjo (2020) called upon scholars to approach media
effects in a novel way by adding a critical framework of intersectionality, power, agency,
or context. The authors argue that by doing so, scholars could address systemic and
systematic issues that affect various communities (e.g., racial disparities, income
inequalities, etc.).
This thesis primarily focused on the concept of intersectionality as the critical
media effects framework. By centering the focus on Black women in this study, the study
answered their call for more research to examine the intersectional components of race
and gender within quantitative work. Components such as racism and sexism in prison
and the increased harms Black women face are all pertinent and vital concerns that
scholars should examine when discussing intersectional identities. These issues are
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especially urgent considering that recent studies found that there is increased support for
privatized prisons and heightened incarceration rates, each of which will exacerbate the
problem of mass incarceration (Enns & Ramirez, 2018). Although there was a lack of
effects between the Black and white exemplar on policy support, this study advances our
theoretical knowledge of media effects by utilizing an innovative approach of
intersectionality to justify the use of the Black and white female exemplars.
Moreover, this outcome also draws attention to the use of mugshots within news
articles. In this case, one mugshot was utilized to differentiate between the Black and
white exemplar news story. However, this stimulus may not have been potent enough for
participants to mentally process the exemplar’s race. This could serve as a benefit within
journalistic practices. Research has found that racial minorities are often associated with
criminality (Dixon, 2011). Thus, if journalists limit the number of mentions of race or
include limited descriptions of race (i.e., only through pictures), it could potentially
prevent racial biases from clouding the readers’ judgments. In this case, not having
significant results reveals potential benefits in not detailing race other than in pictures. On
the contrary, race within news stories can be an essential element to examine racial
disproportions within the carceral system. Nonetheless, the results signal the possibility
that even when news stories mention the exemplar’s race, it may not significantly affect
the readers’ overall perceptions of anti-mass incarceration policies.
Methodological Considerations
From a methodological standpoint, the findings indicate a greater need to analyze
the exemplar and narrative. Specifically, the narrative examines a case study of a woman
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who has already been deemed guilty and incarcerated instead of one that is currently on
trial or potentially innocent. Whereas current research has focused on perceived guilt,
guilt was already established within the narrative. As such, participants may have held
biases against incarcerated women in general. Nettleton (2011) found that women and
men’s magazines often place increased guilt on women for their circumstances (i.e.,
domestic abuse) than men. This implies that due to both exemplars being women, the
participants may have primarily focused on their gender and overlooked the race
component. Given that this study only manipulated race within the experiment, it is
possible that gender played a role in the participants’ perception of the exemplar.
It is also important to mention the participants’ demographical make-up – the
sample was composed of 87.7% white students. These results could have yielded
different outcomes had the sample included more racial variety. For example, Gramlich
(2021) found that 40% of Black adults felt that convicted incarcerated people spent too
much time in prison, whereas only 26% of white people felt the same. This implies that
an individual’s racial make-up, combined with the varying race of the exemplar, could
have altered the support of these policies.
Furthermore, a principal element is that the overall mean for policy support was
5.19 on a 7-point scale. The average mean indicates overall high support for policies that
end mass incarceration. Gender was not manipulated within this study due to extant
scholarship that has found that incarcerated men yield less policy support (Pettus-Davis,
2018). Hence, this study focused on the effects of Black and white women due to the
disproportionate gender harms that women face in prison (e.g., drug treatment, medical
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accommodations, gender stigmas). (Bloom et al., 2004). Consequently, higher averages
of policy support cannot be solely attributed to women, but it implies that gender is a
necessary construct that could lead to increased policy support. Overall, this finding
infers the potential effects that women may have in increasing support for these policies
and legislation, regardless of race.
Framing Effects
In reference to framing, the second hypothesis was not supported, indicating that
there was no effect of responsibility framing on policy support. This finding contradicts
scholarship that has found effects between responsibility frames and attitudes about
social issues (Iyengar, 1987; Kim et al., 2010; Kim, 2015; Mantler et al., 2003). A
plausible explanation for this result is that participants overlooked any mention of causes
of mass incarceration and instead focused on their personal viewpoints of imprisonment.
Emotions (e.g., guilt, worry, empathy) have been identified as factors that impact the
reception of news frames (Kogut & Ritov, 2005; Major, 2011; Xie et al., 2021). Existing
literature has also found that stories about mass imprisonment increased rates of empathy
amongst individuals (Brown, 2012). Therefore, it is possible that participants relied on
their emotional interpretations of the news article and indicated their support for policies
based on those affective responses, as opposed to the news content itself.
In addition, most attribution of responsibility frames have been identified through
content analyses (An & Gower, 2009; Stark & Fleming, 2017), suggesting a more
substantial need to examine the framing design within experiments. Cacciatorre et al.
(2016) explained that framing literature has become conflated with priming and is too
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ambiguous in experimental designs. The authors argue that some scholars have utilized
identical mechanisms (e.g., subtle word changes, different images) to describe both
framing and priming. Therefore, the lack of significant results suggests communication
scholars should place a stronger emphasis on the difference between framing and priming
and the discriminant validity of various types of frames within the same study.
In order to prevent exhaustion during the study, the news article was kept brief,
which could have impacted the ability for participants to engage with the material.
Expressly, researchers have noted that if an article appears too generic—potentially due
to brevity—it could affect support for policies. For example, Minkler et al. (2020) found
that people were more likely to support policies that aimed to limit carceral rates when it
was framed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Pointedly, support was increased
when the policy requests were specific (i.e., ending cash-only bail) versus too generic
(i.e., stopping mass incarceration). This was because people felt the latter was too
impractical, whereas the former was more feasible. Although this thesis utilized specific
policy support questions, the framing was more generic when discussing the causes.
Therefore, had there been an emphasis on the feasibility of ending mass incarceration, it
could have impacted the participants’ willingness to support these policies. Although the
news article was formatted in a way that was consistent with journalistic news formats,
this outcome alludes to the possibility of formatting news articles to include an emphasis
on feasibility to affect support.
Theoretical Considerations
From a theoretical perspective, this study advances our understanding of framing
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theory by exploring the various techniques used in news articles. The research was
centered on responsibility frames because literature has found that incarcerated
individuals are often held liable for their own circumstances (Austin, 2004). However,
other techniques could be used to frame responsibility. Cacciatore et al. (2016) call upon
scholars to use visual framing in framing literature. Although this study had exemplar
mugshots as a form of visual framing, this may conclude that there needs to be more
visuals within framing scholarship. Including additional pictures may induce the potency
of the framing technique by continuously redirecting the reader to the images.
Moreover, the specific images used may also lead to differing results. This study
used mugshots; however, had the study included a different kind of candid photo, it could
have affected a person’s perception of responsibility. The lack of results reveals that a
single mugshot may not be potent enough for visual forms of framing, and as such,
scholars should include multiple visuals if they want to incur varying effects.
The results of this study also help advance our understanding of attribution of
responsibility theory by exploring whether race would amplify or decrease these results.
The lack of findings indicates that race may not play a significant role in attributing
responsibility to a social issue, especially if the social concern is a large-scale problem
with multiple factors contributing to it. By exploring smaller-scale issues, or problems
local to an area, attribution of responsibility frames may have a greater impact due to
more explicit associations between the issue and the cause.
General Theoretical Implications
The outcomes also imply that responsibility framing should be more evident in
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news articles. When it comes to describing causes of large-scale issues (i.e., mass
incarceration), journalists and authors could benefit from expanding upon root causes and
explicating various factors that could contribute to the increase in imprisonment rates
across the United States. Nonetheless, because both societal and individual responsibility
frames led to the same amount of policy support (i.e., average scores of 5.19), it is
possible that mentioning the causes of the issues is not as important when it comes to
discussing social concerns. Whereas research has found effects for responsibility frames
in corporate settings (An & Gower, 2009), this research addressed social issues. Macrolevel social issues—such as mass incarceration—may be harder to link back to microlevel causes—such as individuals’ family dynamics. Thus, responsibility may not have
been as apparent within the study. Similar to the race finding, it is possible that
participants relied upon their personal ideologies surrounding mass incarceration and
reported on those responses. Nonetheless, as policy support was high for both frames,
identifying causes, in general, may have been enough to induce support for policies.
Race and Responsibility Frames
The analysis for the first research question indicated that societal attribution of
responsibility frames featuring white women did not elicit greater policy support than
attribution of responsibility frames featuring Black women. This contradicts research that
concluded that societal attribution frames led to increased policy support (Weiner, 1995)
and research that stereotypes about Black women contribute to decreased policy support
(Johnson et al., 2009). Nonetheless, there are a few plausible explanations for this
occurrence.
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As the sections above explicate, participants may not have focused on the race of
the exemplar or processed it to the extent that they could omit any biases when it came to
determining their level of support. Also, they may have recognized that mass
incarceration can be attributed to numerous causes or employed their own interpretations
of mass imprisonment. Notably, 84.8% of participants stated that they had previously
viewed fictional or non-fictional prison media (e.g., Orange is the New Black), which
could have altered their initial understanding of the carceral system. These programs
routinely feature dramatized storylines (e.g., wrongly incarcerated individuals, escaped
convicts) that may have affected participants’ perception of the carceral system.
Consequently, the stimuli may not have been compelling enough to supersede their PIC
understanding gained from television programming.
Controllability as a Mediator
For hypothesis three, controllability did not mediate the relationships between the
responsibility frames and policy support. This finding contradicts literature that found
that participants viewed individuals as responsible for their own circumstances (Law et
al., 2009), especially if the situation appeared controllable (Cho & Gower, 2006). Despite
the lack of effects, some critical implications are derived from this finding. First, the
analyses revealed that controllability might not impact the relationship between different
responsibility frames and support for policies. However, although controllability was not
manipulated in the experimental design, it did yield significant effects within this study.
There was a statistically significant relationship between controllability and policy
support. Specifically, as perceived controllability increased, policy support decreased.
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This means that if participants felt the exemplar was culpable for their own
circumstances, they tended to indicate less policy support. Although I did not manipulate
the conditions for controllability, this still suggests that controllability is crucial when
discussing policy support, especially for issues such as carceral rates.
Furthermore, the covariate political affiliation was related to controllability. As
mentioned before, controllability was not manipulated; however, this finding implies the
importance of political orientation within research looking at controllability in situations.
This outcome insinuates that controllability may depend more on an individual’s personal
political beliefs. Thus, controllability may not be as pertinent as someone’s ideologies
surrounding politics. Therefore, it is essential to continue comparing and contrasting
political affiliation and controllability to determine if either one affects the other.
This second research question, which posited the idea that exemplar race would
moderate an indirect effect of responsibility frame on policy support via controllability,
was not supported. This contradicts literature that found Black women were perceived as
more liable for their personal situations (Donovan & Williams, 2002; Slatton, 2020), and
that responsibility frames serve as a tool to shift blame to macro-level structures (Iyengar,
1987). There are a few factors that could have contributed to this outcome. As the
previous sections argue, it may be that participants did not process the exemplar race, or
they mentally accounted for any personal biases about these particular races.
Additionally, it is possible that the framing technique was not as effective for a macrolevel issue as mass incarceration.
Considering that controllability also did not mediate the relationship between
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frames and policy support, whether someone is in control of their situation may not be the
most relevant concern for discussing who holds responsibility for societal dilemmas. It is
possible that other factors, such as emotions, would yield more substantial effects.
Emotions—such as guilt and empathy—could serve as a potent mediator that impacts the
relationship between responsibility frames and policy support.
Limitations
One of the primary limitations of this study was the limited variability of
exemplars in this thesis. In an effort to highlight the distinct experiences of incarcerated
Black women, I did not factor the gender of the exemplar, nor did I include other races
outside of the Black and white exemplar. This refined design was purposeful in order to
focus solely on the difference between Black and white female exemplars. However, this
limited the opportunity for comparisons amongst groups. As a result, there are limited
findings that did not account for other variables that could be pertinent to the issues—
such as whether women, in general, elicit more support than men.
Additionally, the results revealed that the manipulation check was not effective at
eliciting a difference between societal and individual responsibility frames. Although the
news article was framed in a manner consistent with seminal literature (Iyengar, 1990), it
is possible that the framing was not compelling enough to link mass incarceration to a
direct cause inextricably. Specifically, the societal responsibility frame mentioned the
U.S. economy and society, but it could have been too abstract of a cause to tie back to
imprisonment. Contrarily, the individual responsibility frame centered on personal
hardships and family dynamics, which may not have been perceived as a factor that
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contributes to incarceration. Beckett and Francis (2020) detail that mass incarceration in
the U.S. results from numerous systemic and institutional factors (i.e., electoral politics,
racial biases, crime policies). Thus, it is plausible that the news frame was not effective at
delineating a direct cause of mass imprisonment within the news story.
Furthermore, news stories typically have limited word counts. In order to prevent
a lack of attention within the study, the news frame was kept brief to maintain active
participation from the participants. As a result, the participants may not have received
enough details necessary to understand the logical links between forms of responsibility
and mass imprisonment. Given that the carceral system is a complex structure with
various indirect causes and effects, this thesis was limited it its ability to convey all the
factors that directly link one cause of imprisonment to the large-scale concern of mass
incarceration.
Moreover, a missing element in the story was an action step for participants. Hart
(2011) found that when participants were provided with a news story about climate
change, they were more likely to support policies combating it if they were framed as part
of a collective action, rather than individual action. This was partly due to the idea that
readers want to feel involved in aiding the cause, and as such, feel more compelled to
support an issue if there is a clear procedure to advocate for it. For example, had the news
article included a fictitious local organization that aimed to end mass incarceration, they
may have felt more compelled to support policies for it. However, this study did not
include an action step for individuals to address mass incarceration, which could have
potentially affected support for policies to end it.
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From a statistical standpoint, the high policy support scores insinuate the potential
for a ceiling effect. Ceiling effects—where participants attain the highest possible scores
and limit discriminatory validity—imply the need for more policies to be used within the
policy support scale. Austin and Brunner (2003) explain that when ceiling effects occur,
there is little statistical discrimination amongst participants who had relatively high
rankings for all questionnaire items. Therefore, this thesis was potentially limited in its
ability to discriminate amongst the participants who indicated higher scores.
Lastly, the questionnaire itself only consisted of eight questions. As the section
above mentions, this could have induced the possibility of a ceiling effect. Had there been
more questions in the policy support questionnaire, the statistical analyses could have
revealed more discrimination amongst the results. The controllability scale was also short
and only composed of three questions. From a methodological viewpoint, this thesis was
limited in its statistical power given the shortened questionnaire and could have benefited
from a longer survey.
Future Direction
There are several directions in which future scholars can continue advancing this
research. First, scholars should include more exemplars to add variability within the news
frames in future studies. Although there were no significant findings, the results could
have been different if there had been a Hispanic/Latina exemplar or one from another
distinct race or ethnicity. For example, Dixon (2015) identified differences between
perceptions of Latinos and African American individuals accused of crimes. This
indicates that people may hold biases exclusive to specific groups and, as a result, affect
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their perceptions of criminality. Researchers could benefit from examining other
ethnicities and races to determine whether they elicit significant results.
Communication scholars could also expand upon framing theory by exploring the
use of visual framing to determine whether images affect participants’ attitudes and
responses. As Cacciatore et al. (2016) explains, communication scholars have ample
opportunity to consider the efficacy of visual framing within media studies. This study
implemented a mugshot which is considered a form of visual framing. However, future
research could include more images depicting the exemplars or find platforms other than
news frames to tell a story.
Scholars could examine visual framing with clothing, settings, and numerous
intersectional identities (e.g., race, gender, age, religion). Having a visual exemplar who
wears traditional religious headwear (i.e., hijab) could profoundly affect a participant’s
perception of policy support. Hopkins and Greenwood (2013) found that Muslim women
felt like they were judged more harshly when wearing a hijab, indicating that there are
evident biases that could be used against them. Accordingly, it would be beneficial to
examine whether these biases impact participants’ attitudes about policy support for these
communities.
Furthermore, other identities could also be examined. Precisely, researchers could
continue expanding upon intersectional identities by presenting visual frames depicting
perceivable attributes (e.g., tattoos, piercings) that may be pertinent to one’s identity. For
example, some cultures, such as the Māori population, utilize tattoos as a form of cultural
identity and will tattoo portions of their face (Awhina & Wallace, 2013). Communication
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researchers could not only assess the perception of these cultural markers in visual
framing techniques, but additionally, they could add a critical framework by also
examining the use of body modifications as a form of communication.
Moreover, this study utilized a critical media effects framework. Future scholars
could examine the other elements outlined by Ramasubramanian and Banjo (2020), such
as power or agency, to examine how these elements could affect experimental designs.
Specifically, the authors argue that including critical media effects can be used to enact
practical outcomes within social justice communication. The authors state that professors
have utilized the framework of intersectionality in media outlets to influence metrics to
increase hiring diverse populations. They explicate:
Dr. Stacy Smith’s Media, Diversity, and Social Change Initiative uses empirical
data to influence hiring practices across several entertainment platforms by taking
media effects research beyond academe to content creators and media industries,
providing opportunities to address issues of inequality in storytelling and
production processes. (p. 392)
This example demonstrates the ability for media effects scholars to incorporate
the findings from these quantitative analyses to address institutional and structural
problems. In particular, this thesis alludes to the ability of news journalists to reassess
how they present media in news articles surrounding criminality. Specifically, the
concept of intersectionality alludes to nuances that should be examined when presenting
images and frames about mass incarceration.
Moreover, this thesis also utilizes the framework of critical media effects to
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expand upon the ability of scholars to incorporate social justice concerns within academic
literature. This thesis used the case of mass incarceration; however, future scholars could
examine numerous social issues that affect numerous racial minorities. This includes
racial integration of public education systems, policy brutality, wage gaps, right for
LBGTQ+ members, to name a few. With these examples in mind, media effects scholars
could assess the use of power to examine diversity hires, the use of agency to examine
police brutality, or even intersectionality to explore the experiences of queer women of
color.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION
This thesis aimed to examine the relationship between race and responsibility
frames to determine which would elicit more policy support for anti-mass incarceration
policies that aid Black incarcerated women. Although none of the findings were
significant, these outcomes did allude to some theoretical and practical implications that
could aid future research. The exemplars indicated that there might not be significant
differences between white and Black exemplars, or people may be able to overlook biases
in general. The framing effects suggested that there needs to be a more precise
delineation of responsibility if the subject matter is a large-scale issue such as mass
incarceration. Additionally, controllability appeared to have a significant relationship to
political orientation and policy support, demonstrating the need to continue examining
these three variables in conjunction with one another. Furthermore, these outcomes
expand upon race scholarship by examining the use of mugshots depicting different racial
characteristics in news framing research.
As this thesis suggests, there is a need to examine the unique experiences of
diverse populations and assess mechanisms that can be used to aid them. Notably, this
thesis sought to research responsibility frames to determine which frames could be
utilized to garner support for anti-mass incarceration policies. Although there was a lack
of effects, communication researchers should continue to experiment with how frames
and other devices can be used in standard forms of communication (e.g., television
broadcasts, social media channels) to garner support for these policies. Responsibility
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frames may not be the most effective device based on this thesis; however, it does allude
to other techniques—such as controllability frames—that could be used to increase
support.
Moreover, whereas previous research has been limited to Black and white
binaries, or male and female dichotomies, this thesis examined the potential effects of
responsibility frames on Black incarcerated women. In doing so, this thesis highlights the
importance of investigating the under-researched groups who are often overlooked due to
their diverse identities. Specifically, although scholars have examined incarcerated
individuals, Black individuals, and female individuals, less research has looked at the
intersection of having all those three identities. A goal of this thesis is to inspire more
researchers to examine and expand upon intersectionality within quantitative research in
an effort to highlight underrepresented populations. In doing so, we can discover framing
devices that could potentially benefit these populations.
Therefore, this thesis demonstrates the value of utilizing quantitative
methodologies to generate support for marginalized communities. Regardless of nonsignificant findings, this thesis exemplifies the ability of communication scholars to
utilize academic research as a form of social activism. Namely, this thesis not only aimed
to examine the effects of responsibility frames on policy support for Black incarcerated
women, but it aimed to bring awareness to the harms of mass incarceration for these
women. Black incarcerated women suffer unique harms and thus, require attention from
the public and scholars alike.
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FIGURE
Figure 1
Mediation Model

Note. N = 374. Variables reported at entry. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

69

APPENDICES

70

Appendix A
Stimuli
Exemplar Race
White Incarcerated Women Image

Black Incarcerated Women Image

Individual Attribution of Responsibility News Frame
KNOXVILLE (AP) – According to a recent study, an estimated 2.12 million
people are incarcerated within the United States.
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Commonly referred to as mass incarceration, the mass imprisonment of people
poses many challenges to incarcerated individuals themselves, including mental and
physical difficulties, limited access to healthcare, and labor exploitation.
Incarcerated people like Jordan Smith, who was charged in 2017 for drug
possession, face hardships such as limited family visitations and delayed appointments
for annual medical checkups.
The United States currently houses the largest number of imprisoned individuals
globally. Numerous activists and scholars have called for investigations into the carceral
system for its alleged treatment of incarcerated people. Activists have also advocated for
appropriate policies to end the mass incarceration of individuals.
While studies have attempted to understand the reason for heightened rates of
incarceration, scholars have pointed out the role of behavioral trends in increasing the
number of incarcerated people.
David Allen, a Law Professor at Rice University who studies prisons, claims that
incarceration can be accredited to family hardships.
“Strained family dynamics can cause psychological dysfunction,” Allen suggests,
“which can lead to drug use as a coping mechanism.”
Social psychologists have reported increased rates of absent parents in households
which may explain increased prison rates. Local researchers have examined
demographics of the prison population and found approximately 60% came from a
single-parent household.
In addition, prison reform activists have also identified low educational

72

attainment as a cause for mass incarceration. According to the Prison Policy Initiative,
juveniles who do not attend school regularly are more likely to have interactions with the
police.
Experts have also linked an individual's personal motivation to prison rates.
Recent polling data indicates that an association exists between an individual's decreased
level of motivation and increased prison rates in the greater Knoxville area.
Mass incarceration affects millions of U.S. citizens. For Smith, who is expected to
be released from prison in 2023, her release from prison is an opportunity for a new
beginning.
“Being in prison is the worst thing I have ever experienced,” Smith says. “I’m
ready for a fresh start.”
Societal Attribution of Responsibility News Frame
KNOXVILLE (AP) – According to a recent study, an estimated 2.12 million
people are incarcerated within the United States.
Commonly referred to as mass incarceration, the mass imprisonment of people
poses many challenges to incarcerated individuals themselves, including mental and
physical difficulties, limited access to healthcare, and labor exploitation.
Incarcerated people like Jordan Smith, who was charged in 2017 for drug
possession, face hardships such as limited family visitations and delayed appointments
for annual medical checkups.
The United States currently houses the largest number of imprisoned individuals
globally. Numerous activists and scholars have called for investigations into the carceral
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system for its alleged treatment of incarcerated people. Activists have also advocated for
appropriate policies to end the mass incarceration of individuals.
While studies have attempted to understand the reason for heightened rates of
incarceration, scholars have pointed out the role of societal trends in increasing the
number of incarcerated people.
David Allen, a Law Professor at Rice University who studies prisons, asserts
incarceration can be accredited to the U.S. society and economy.
“Poverty due to the economy can cause psychological dysfunction,” Allen
suggests, “which can lead to drug use as a coping mechanism.”
Economists have reported downward trends in the current fiscal economy which
may explain increased prison rates. Local researchers have examined demographics of
the prison population and found approximately 60% were below the poverty line.
In addition, prison reform activists have identified challenges in accessing
governmental assistance as a cause for mass incarceration. According to the Prison Policy
Initiative, long wait times, limited staff, few translation services, and reduced government
funding have led to more crowding in government aid offices, increasing the likelihood
of interactions with police officers.
Experts have also linked societal perceptions of imprisoned people to prison rates.
Recent polling data indicates that an association exists between societal stereotypes and
prejudices and heightened prison rates in the greater Knoxville area.
Mass incarceration affects millions of U.S. citizens. For Smith, who is expected to
be released from prison in 2023, her release from prison is an opportunity for a new

74

beginning.
“Being in prison is the worst thing I have ever experienced,” Smith says. “I’m
ready for a fresh start.”
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Appendix B
Questionnaire
Anti-Mass Incarceration Policy Reform (Grawert, 2017; Sawyer & Wagner, 2020)
Please rate your agreement with the following phrases:
1. I support ending federal grants that fund building more prisons.
2. I support ending federal incarceration for low-level crimes (e.g., shoplifting,
trespassing, disorderly conduct).
3. I support implementing modern police training that focuses on crime
prevention and prevents unnecessary arrests.
4. I support reducing prison sentences for nonviolent crimes (e.g., DUI, fraud,
drug possession).
5. I support abolishing mandatory sentencing that forces judges to sentence
individuals to prison regardless of circumstances.
6. I support reducing the length of probation sentences.
7. I support allowing former felons the ability to vote in state and federal
elections.
8. I support providing easier access to lawyers for low-income individuals on
trial.
Controllability (Muschetto & Siegal, 2018)
Please rate your agreement with the following phrases:
1. I believe the incarcerated person is responsible for their present condition.
2. I would think that it was the incarcerated person’s own fault that they are in the
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present condition.
3. I believe the incarcerated person’s present condition is controllable.
Attribution of Responsibility (Springer & Harwood, 2015)
Please rate your agreement with the following phrases:
1. Individuals have a responsibility to keep themselves from being incarcerated.
2. Society has a responsibility to find ways to reduce the number of incarcerated
people.
3. Government has a responsibility to enact policies that reduce the number of
incarcerated people.
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Appendix C
Demographical Questions
Political Affiliation (Pew Research Center, 2015)
Please rate your agreement with the following phrases:
1. Very Conservative
2. Conservative
3. Somewhat Conservative
4. Neutral
5. Somewhat Liberal
6. Liberal
7. Very Liberal
Personal Experience with Prison
Do you have any personal experience with the prison system?
1. Yes, I have or know someone who has experienced incarceration.
2. No, I have not experienced incarceration now know someone who has.
Experience Viewing Prison Media
Do you view, or have previously viewed, any fictional or non-fictional prison-related
media?
Examples include: fictional television shows (Orange Is The New Black, Oz, For Life,
Alcatraz, Arrested Development, etc.); documentaries (13th, Solitary, Into The Abyss,
Attica, etc.), films (e.g., Just Mercy, Escape Plan, Bronson, etc.); news stories (e.g.,
stories about George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Trayvon Martin, Atatiana Jefferson, etc.);
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podcasts (e.g., Forgotten Prison, Wrongful Conviction, Inside Prison Walls, etc.); books
(e.g., The New Jim Crow, Prison Nation, Diaries of Exile, The Moving Prison, etc.).
1. No
2. Yes
Age
1. What is your age?
Gender Identity
1. Male
2. Female
3. Non-binary/third gender
4. Prefer to self-describe.
5. Prefer not to say
Ethnicity
1. White
2. Black or African American
3. American Indian or Alaskan Native
4. Asian
5. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
6. Hispanic/Latino

7. Other (Please Specify)
College Major
What is your college major?
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Appendix D
Debriefing Statement
Thank you for taking part in this study. Now that you have completed the study,
we want to let you know that the purpose of this research is to assess the effects of
different news frames and exemplars perceptions of mass incarceration and related
policies. In particular, we were interested in comparing the effects of news frames that
center responsibility on an individual versus on society. We did not disclose all relevant
information to you during the study because we didn’t want your knowledge of the
purpose of the research to shape your perceptions of the story or alter your responses in
any way.
If you would like a copy of the results of the study once it is completed, you may
contact Dr. Erin Ash, the principal investigator, at ash3@clemson.edu.
Because we did conceal information from you at the beginning of this study, you
now have the option to have us destroy the information we just collected or you can allow
us to keep your information and use it for research purposes. Please notify one of the
research team members if you do not want your information used in the study and want
all of your information destroyed.
Please remember that some of your classmates may also be signed up for this
study. If they knew what we were looking for, that could negatively affect the results of
this study, thereby wasting your time and ours. Therefore, we would appreciate it if you
would not share this additional information with others who may be taking part in this
study.
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